Appendix 3. Salt Water Drinking Experiments


The sea water experiments were conducted by Dr. Becker-Freyseng (a former assistant of Dr. Strughold’s several years before the experiments took place) and Dr. Beiglboeck (from the Department of Aviation Medicine in the Surgeon General’s Office of the Luftwaffe). Both were not from Dr. Strughold’s Institute at the time of the experiments. Dr. Schaefer (from the Medical Experimental and Instructional Division in Jueterbog) was under Dr. Strughold earlier in the war, but was detached by order of the Surgeon General of the Air Force (Dr. Schroeder, who had replaced Dr. Hippke) to work on the sea water experiments because of his expertise in making sea water drinkable using silver. 


Dr. K. Schaefer was appointed by the Luftwaffe  in the spring of 1942 to investigate the development of thirst and its control, when he was a  deputy assistant researcher (Unterassistent) at the  AMRI. In November 1943 he already developed a desalination method, called the Schaefer-agent. At the same time the Berka agent was being tested at the Luftwaffe hospital in Vienna, which only neutralized the taste of sea water. The Luftwaffe´s medical inspection (Sanitaetsinspektion) preferred the use of the Schaefer-agent, and pointed out the ineffectiveness and dangers of the Berka-agent. On the other hand, the Technical Department of the Air Force (Technisches Amt), which was responsible for the compilation of aircraft equipment, preferred the distribution of the Berka -agent due to the scarcity of raw materials needed for the Schaefer-agent.  Since both of the Luftwaffe´s departments could not agree, in late May 1944 a clinical examination of the Berka-agent was initiated on its effectiveness. Professor Eppinger had previously presented the thesis that the Berka -agent could possibly affect the concentration ability of the kidneys in a positive way, which would allow the ingestion of larger quantities of sea water without damage to the organism (Mitscherlich and Mielke, 1989; Harsch, 2004).

Schaefer attended a planning meeting on the experiments in May 1944 at the German Air Ministry. At the Nuremburg Trials, Dr. Schaefer testified that he opposed the experiments, but was threatened that his behavior would be considered an act of sabotage (Harsch, 2004: 77-8 and 166). 


The 40 designated test-subjects were brought specifically for this experiment from the Buchenwald concentration camp. They were transferred to Dachau with the prospect of an improvement in their conditions. The tests were designed to last for 12 days, but were canceled in many instances when health problems occurred in test subjects after less than a week. The reason why test subjects were chosen from concentration camp inmates was justified by the Luftwaffe, as they claimed that they did not have a sufficient number of volunteers from the German Air Force in 1944 to support for several weeks the scientific research that was needed (Mitscherlich and Mielke, 1989: 77. Prot. p. 8147).

There were no deaths in the prolonged exposure to salt water experiments, but serious complications and injuries did occur. Because of the torturous, unethical character of these experiments, Dr. Schroeder was convicted and sentenced to life imprisonment at the Nuremburg Trials, Dr. Becker-Freyseng was convicted and sentenced to 20 years, Dr. Beiglboeck was convicted and sentenced to 15 years, and Dr. Schaefer was acquitted (Harsch, 2004: 77-8). After the verdict documents were found with voluntary statements from  some of the participants of the seawater experiments (Mitscherlich and Mielke, 1989: 285, remark 5; Deutsch, 1997). 
1 - For the approval of the human trials Luftwaffe´s Surgeon General Dr. Schroeder was jointly responsible and sentenced to prison. Strughold knew Schroeder since 1923, when he was an assistant doctor at the Wuerzburg ENT clinic. In 1947 Strughold gave the following assessment: “His attitude towards experiments was to my knowledge in all these years against using prisoners. He was very interested in the work we performed at my Institute partly by heroic self-experiments of my assistants on hypoxia, hyperbaric oxygen exposition and acceleration. Furthermore, he supported at my institution the planning of animal experiments in a large scale.  (...) Professor Schroeder was as professional medical officer and physician and politically not interested. He is a representative of the good old German culture and tradition and a rational patriotism. Hitler and his party were to him not only unappealing, but he hated it in his heart. He has vigorously resisted making the Medical officers to become political officers (NSFO) and kept them strictly to care for sick and wounded. See Harsch, 2004: 166 (A19-3: 2-4).
2 - See Harsch, 2004: 166 (A19-2: 3-4) and (A16-25: 2257). Strughold was convinced of Becker-Freyseng´s innocence, a former assistant at AMRI.
3 - Dr. Konrad Schaefer was assigned to the AMRI around 1942, where he had also performed research work with Strughold until 1943 at the outsourced Institute in Silesia. His worked thereafter was in the industry, as his university career was not successful, not least because he was an outspoken opponent of Nazism. In addition to his studies on the physiology of thirst, he developed zeolite to make salt water drinkable. Strughold stated in this regard: "He performed in 1942 a three day lasting self-experiment staying thirsty, with the participation of both of his two assistants. This experiment falls into the category of the heroic, self-medical experiments and the 3 people involved can rightly be proud of this effort.” See Harsch, 2004: 166 (A19-5: 1-3). In 1942 Schaefer stated to Strughold, that he was against experiments on non-volunteers. Schaefer two years after his acquittal spent a short time working at USAF-SAM at Randolph AFB (Texas), and later he moved to the U.S. Navy (Harsch, 2004: 166).
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